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Dear Postulants and Professed members, 

This month’s letter continues where we left off last November, commenting on our 3rd Order SSPX 

rule. 

Practical Notes 

‘Recommended reading: the Acts of St. Pius X, the Catechism of the Council of Trent, the 

New Testament, the Imitation of Christ, lives of the Saints. Circulate good books’:  

In our last letter we looked at the importance of the New Testament of Sacred Scripture. Now, apart 

from chapters 13-17 of St John, the life of Our Lord as presented in the Gospels gives us mostly His 

outward actions (e.g. each Gospel devotes at least one third of its content to the Passion narrative 

alone). This is understandable, since Our Lord seemed to come primarily to do, secondarily to teach. 

But in order to penetrate deeply into the inner life of the soul of our Saviour, for centuries Catholics 
have turned to the insights gained by the great Saints and mystics.   

One of the greatest repositories and treasure houses of these insights into the soul of Christ is 

possibly the most popular spiritual book ever written: The Imitation of Christ.  

‘De Imitatione Christi’ was written in Latin (as were the vast majority of scholarly works in the Middle 

Ages) by Thomas à Kempis, who died in 1471. Since the printing press was invented (1450) around 

the time of this book’s production, it enabled this pocket masterpiece to quickly finds its way to the 

bedside tables of the peoples of Catholic Europe. Moreover, with Martin Luther’s Protestant 

Revolution just then looming over the horizon (1517), this Catholic-to-the-core dynamo quickly 

became one of the heavenly antidotes against the virulent Protestant poison which was spreading 
like wildfire.  

The ‘Foreword’ to the edition made by the Confraternity of the Precious Blood in 1954 sums up its 

immense value with consummate brevity: 

‘The ‘Imitation of Christ’ by Thomas à Kempis needs no introduction. For five centuries it has been the most popular spiritual 
book second only to the Sacred Scriptures. It presents the fundamental principles of the spiritual life. The Christian soul is 

invited to follow Christ Who is the Way, the Truth and the Life. As we study its contents we are convinced that without that 
Way there is no going, without that Truth there is no knowing, without that Life there is no real living’. 

There is nothing more motivating, nothing more conducive to fervent and willing action than the 

imitation and following of a real living person (St Paul speaks about mere knowledge of what the Law 

commands as bringing transgression in its train almost as a matter of course). Well, with the 

incarnation of God there finally came the only really and consistently effective inspiration to be holy: 
the real lived life of a perfect Man Who is also God, Who not only lived then, but lives still.  

That is to say, part of this book’s power is that instead of being titled ‘The Learning of Doctrine’ or 

‘The Obeying of the Commandments’, it presents to us the intimate thoughts, affections and actions 

of Our Lord Jesus Christ. Exhortations to ‘Obey the commandments!’ or ‘Do your duty!’ at best leave 

us cold and uninterested, and at worst they have the very opposite effect. In fact, few things awaken 

the rebel spirit in each of us more than sterilized ‘Thou shalt’s’ and ‘Thou shalt not’s’, as sadly seen 
in the garden of Eden.  



But to be presented with a Person rather than a program, a Living Lover instead of a long list, a 

Commander instead of a commandment, then we will move, follow and imitate (This is why the 

telling of good stories in the instruction of the Catholic Faith is so critically important, as it takes the 

focus away from the listener and incarnates virtue and vice with their ensuing results so as to really 

entertain and inspire). Every line of the ‘Imitation’ breathes forth the spirit and personality of Our 

Lord Jesus Christ in a warm and encouraging (though sometimes quite frightening!) manner, well-

suited to effective imitation. 

It is divided into 4 books, which in total contain 114 chapters. When flicking at random through the 

Confraternity edition, chapter titles which appear are ‘Peace and Progress’, ‘Hearing the Word of God’ 

and ‘Pure Resignation’. The 4th Book is devoted entirely to the Blessed Sacrament, with the book’s 

style thenceforth moving from poignant one-liners and words of wisdom to an intimate conversation 
between Our Lord and a ‘Disciple’. 

To give a taste of the work, some well-known and powerful sentences from the Imitation include: 

‘I would rather have contrition than know its definition’ 

‘At the day of Judgment we shall not be asked what we have read but what we have done’ 

‘All men desire peace, but very few desire those things that make for peace’ 

‘Jesus has now many lovers of the heavenly kingdom but few bearers of His cross’ 

As can be seen from the above, this book is full of solid spiritual doctrine that will put the serious 
spiritual athlete on a fast track to victory over self and Satan. 

I had the pleasure of using the original Latin version of the ‘Imitation’ for preparing my meditations 

when at the Seminary. Compare the following English translation from the very beginning of the 
‘Imitation’ with the original Latin: 

These are the words of Christ, by which we are admonished, that we must imitate His life and manners,  

if we would be truly enlightened, and delivered from all blindness of heart. 

Haec sunt verba Christi quibus admonemur, quatenus vitam eius et mores imitemur, 

si velimus veraciter illuminari, et ab omni caecitate cordis liberari. 

As can be seen from the letters in bold, there is not only a certain rhythm in the Latin original, but in 

this case some rhyme also. These latter aspects, as is the case for all beauty, help impress upon the 
soul with softness and savour solid truths which might otherwise be hard to swallow. 

In the end, I can probably give no better encouragement to regularly use this book than that given 

at the end of the above-mentioned Confraternity edition, entitled ‘How to Use this Book’: 

‘Like the Bible and Missal, the Imitation of Christ is never finished. We can never say: ‘I have finished the Imitation-what’s 
next?’ Like prayer, it goes on and on. Over the years it grows richer, and new vistas of help and hope are opened with every 
reading.  

But the Imitation must be taken in little doses. It is so rich that gulps at a time could cause spiritual indigestion. A page a day 
is sufficient to strengthen the soul each twenty-four hours. 

Your ‘page a day’ must be read slowly, to permit each word and each grace to penetrate the blood stream of the soul. There 
are spiritual vitamins in each page for those who read each page very slowly. 

The Imitation of Christ is the most universal of books; it is written for all and satisfies all. For the mystics, it is mystical, and 
for the ascetics it is ascetical. The learned call it a classic and the simple call it ‘the grandest book I’ve ever read’. The 
Imitation satisfies every longing as water satisfies every thirst...’ 

May we all renew our devotion to knowing, loving and truly serving Our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Fr Jordie Stephens 

Spiritual Director of the Third Order of SSPX for Australia 


